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Charlie Mesloh, an associate professor in the criminal justice department at FGCU, stands outside Academic Building 3 with a FN303 compressed air weapon Friday (7/20/07.) The criminal justice department has applied for a grant to study nonlethal weapons like this one. 



	


Florida Gulf Coast University has applied for more than $1 million in grants to study a variety of weapons police could use in the future to avoid lethal force. 

The weapons being considered sound like the stuff of “Star Trek” — light beams that disorient, guns that shoot nets.

“Right now the military is experimenting with a variety of weapons that use heat, sound and non-lethal modifications,” said Charlie Mesloh, the assistant professor who heads FGCU’s Weapons and Equipment Research Institute. 

Depending on field test results, the university may enter into an agreement with Weber Manufacturing of Venice to distribute a cigar-sized cylinder used to hit pressure points during close firing. The profits, if any, would go back to the university, he said.

The studies will take several months, Mesloh said. After those trials, a decision will be made about production, he said.

Police have long trained to a system where minimum force is applied to overcome resistance, said Fort Myers police Capt. Scott W. Griffith, who’s responsible for reviewing officers’ use of force.

“Our problem has been that every situation is different,” he said. “Force levels have to be tailored to the specific situation an officer is faced with. There are no easy answers.”

Impact weapons

Among the items being tested are striking weapons for close combat, devices that use tear gas, light or rubber bullets, Mesloh said. Some are already being used by police and testers are looking to improve their performance, he said.

The impact weapons FGCU is developing are ideal for working in enclosed areas where the traditional nightstick or billy club would be unwieldy, Mesloh said. 

Because they’re held in a closed hand and the ends are used for striking, they’re ideal weapons for corrections officers and security officers on aircraft, he said.

In addition, these smaller impact weapons can be more effective than traditional clubs by focusing force without the dangers of a fatal blow that a nightstick might have, he said.

“The newer weapons use our knowledge of physics to focus power and give a greater result with less chance or serious injury,” Mesloh said. 

Sheriff’s Cpl. Matt Chitwood of the Lee sheriff’s training division said the move toward better non-lethal weapons has been a trend in the past 50 years.

“Still, how these weapons perform in the field is what counts,” he said. “It’s got to be simple, easy to maintain and it’s got to work.” 

Joint study

The FGCU research may sound like futuristic ideas that won’t come to fruition but a recent FGCU/University of Central Florida study gives the project more relevance, Mesloh said.

The universities had been studying the use of force by Orlando police and the Orange County Sheriff’s Office at a time when the agencies were criticized for being too quick to use force, particularly Tasers, during arrests.

The two-year study looked at more than 4,000 police arrest situations, said Ross Wolf, an assistant professor of criminal justice at the University of Central Florida in Orlando. Wolf worked with Mesloh on the report.

The researchers reported when officers didn’t resolve a conflict quickly, the failure to immediately use force led to an escalating situation where risk of injury to police and the person they were arresting increased substantially, Wolf said.

It showed a quick application of non-lethal force, such as a Taser or pepper spray, at the first signs of resistance resolved the conflict with less chance of injury, or an escalation to deadly force, Mesloh said.

Neither the Orlando police nor the Orange County Sheriff’s Office would comment on the report because the Justice Department has not publicly released the findings, spokesmen for both agencies said. 

The study found resistance to police ended much more quickly when dogs were brought to the scene or pepper spray or a Taser was employed, Mesloh said. 

But not all departments allow Tasers and some non-lethal weapons are unwieldy, Mesloh said. The research demonstrated a need to develop better ways for police to overcome resistance.

Methods such as control holds and physical takedowns by officers generally prolonged the situation and resulted in greater injuries to officers and offenders and more serious criminal charges, the study said.

Randall Marshall, legal director for the American Civil Liberties Union of Florida, said the report’s conclusions caused concern. 

Using a Taser minimizes the potential harm to an officer, he said, “but it still begs the question of whether the force used was reasonable under the circumstances.” 

